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  CHAPTER ONE


  [image: image]


  Susanna came back to the world like a swimmer breeching the water’s surface to draw breath, pulling herself from the hold of her work.


  She shifted on the hard church bench and set down her charcoal and parchment, stretching her legs and tipping back her head to ease her neck. As she straightened, she looked down the length of Paul’s walk, the long nave that ran the length of St. Paul’s Cathedral, eyes burning with strain from sketching so long in the dim light.


  She’d arrived early in the morning, when there was almost no one else within the cathedral, but now, as midday approached, it was becoming more crowded.


  Usually, the booksellers would move in, taking over the nave to set up their tables, and the newsmongers would stroll up and down the length of the walk for the latest gossip and news in London, but not today.


  Today the King’s procession through London from Bridewell would end here, in a ceremony of thanks to God for the capture of the French king, Francis I, and the death of the Yorkist Pretender, Richard de la Pole.


  It had taken the King’s fancy—late last night, deep into making merry with his courtiers—to have a commemoration of today’s occasion. A painting of the ceremony.


  A page had been sent to knock on her door, waking Susanna and her betrothed, Parker, in the early hours to inform her of her new commission.


  And so she sat now, sketching the main altar from which the Cardinal Wolsey would say the Sarum rite. She had come as early as the light would allow, drawing the background so she could focus on the King and Wolsey when the ceremony began. Her fingers were stiff and cold from capturing the intricate, soaring interior of the church in the freezing March air.


  Susanna turned her head and looked at the crowd that was starting to gather. They would have to move back from the main altar, she supposed, when the King arrived. But for now, they could gawk at the decorations the priests were erecting in preparation for the royal arrival.


  A man, a courtier judging by the velvet of his dress, caught her eye. He brought to mind a cat, sleek and predatory, as he made his way down the long walk.


  There was a pent-up anger in him, transmitting itself in the sharp way he moved his head from side to side as he walked, and in the way his hands were fisted tight against his thighs.


  He was looking for someone.


  He headed toward the east end of the nave, in the direction of the magnificent stained glass circular window she had been itching to sketch, but as the crowds thinned out at that end and he did not find the person he was searching for, he turned and stalked back toward her.


  The massive window distracted her, as it had since she’d arrived, and she lifted her eyes from him up to it again. She knew she could lose herself in reproducing it. She had seen fine examples of stained glass before. Her father had designed the cartoons for many, but she had never seen anything of this scale and workmanship. It was breathtaking.


  And it would have to wait.


  She was cold and hungry, and wondered if she had time to slip home for a bite and a little time in front of a fire before the procession reached the cathedral.


  A thin, icy breeze from the entrance snaked through the nave and puffed a frigid, incense-laden breath down the back of her neck. It made up her mind. She shivered and stepped into Paul’s walk, carefully rolling her sketch and slipping it into her satchel.


  As she walked to the door, the talk around her was of the procession and the promised free drink that would be provided in the streets. The roads would be almost impassable as the crowds of London took advantage of the King’s good humor. She hoped they were clear enough now to make it worth her while going home.


  “Where have you been?”


  Susanna’s step faltered until she realized the harsh, low hiss was not for her.


  Near the door, in the shadows, the courtier she’d watched earlier stood close to another man, crowding him back against an elaborately carved bench.


  “I told you, I can’t help you. We don’t have an agreement.” His companion edged closer to the entrance. He was tall, as tall as Parker, and as broad in the shoulders. Like Parker he had a way of holding himself, in perfect control of his body. He wore the green and white of the King’s Yeoman of the Guard, the King’s bodyguards. The head of his halberd gleamed in the weak daylight from the open door.


  “You renege?” The courtier’s fists tightened.


  “Quiet.” The guard barely held his voice above a whisper, and then took a shuddering breath. “Every sharp-eyed gossip in London is here. You are as mad as I suspected.” He stopped abruptly, his lips held tight as he noticed Susanna.


  He watched her walk past them and through the massive double doors to the churchyard in silence. The back of her neck pricked, and she was sure they were staring after her as she slipped out.


  She braced herself as she closed the door behind her and took the full brunt of the wind. It tugged at her cloak, billowing it around her, ripping at her cap like a hasty lover.


  As she reached the top step, she stopped, a burst of warmth that had nothing to do with the weak sun suddenly leaping within. Parker was coming across the churchyard toward her.


  He moved with his usual efficient grace, and she was struck anew at the wonder that he was hers. Her betrothed. Her lover. She had traced every sharp angle of his face with her fingers. With her lips.


  She smiled, and cared not at all if the whole world saw what it revealed.


  He reached the first of the shallow steps up to the cathedral door, caught her eye, and smiled back.


  At that moment, as their eyes met in a flash of heat, the courtier she’d noticed before burst out of the door and knocked into her, pushing past her, down the stairs.


  She cried out, stumbled and fell straight into Parker’s arms.


  He caught her easily and set her down. The eyes he turned toward the man as he ran into the street beyond were hard.


  Curious, she looked back at the cathedral door and saw the guard standing just outside it, his eyes as hard as Parker’s as he watched his companion flee.


  Parker followed her gaze and raised his brows as he noticed the man. “Halliwell.”


  The guard turned to Parker at his call and froze, his face draining of all color as he recognzied him. Then his gaze shifted to Susanna, to how Parker’s arm still loosely circled her, and he pushed back against the door of the cathedral, fear sitting oddly on so strong a man.


  Parker cast her a quick, quizzical glance.


  “He was talking with the man who bumped into me—” she began, when Halliwell, still using the wall to support himself, stumbled down the stairs.


  Then he turned and braced himself with both hands, and was sick.


  “What is it?” Susanna’s soft murmur drew nothing but a groan from Halliwell, but Parker suspected he did not deserve any sympathy.


  True, the circumstances were far from obvious, but the way Halliwell had reacted when Susanna began to tell him who Halliwell had been with in the cathedral was more enlightening than a thousand words.


  “Let me guess. Geoffrey Pole is up to something and you’re involved. What does he intend to do?” Parker stood just out of Halliwell’s range, in case he decided to be sick again.


  Susanna frowned. “Who is Geoffrey Pole?”


  Parker kept his eyes on Halliwell. He wasn’t sure what was going on, but he no longer trusted the guard, especially not near Susanna. “The man who knocked you off the steps.” He leaned a shoulder against the cathedral wall. “And the King’s cousin.”


  “I knew I was good as dead. Soon as I saw you.” Halliwell straightened and looked at Parker with hopeless eyes. “That mad idiot is going to try and destroy the King, and himself and his family along with him, and ’cause your lady saw us together, the finger will go straight to me. And I didn’t do anything. I told him I wouldn’t help him.”


  “Let’s start with the most important thing. What does he plan to do?”


  Halliwell shrugged, listless. “I don’t kn—”


  Parker had him up against the wall, with a forearm to his throat, before he finished the sentence. He kept his voice even. “Now I may be willing to believe your story, but I won’t shield you if you could have told me something and the King is harmed. So I’ll ask you again, what does Pole intend to do?”


  Halliwell was a big man, and a trained guard, but he did not try to fight free. His face told Parker he had given up, and for the first time since this strange episode began, Parker felt worry curl in his gut.


  “I heard you.” Susanna stepped closer. “I heard you say you wouldn’t help him. And I will say that in a hearing on your behalf.”


  Halliwell turned to look at her, his mouth slack with surprise. Parker’s betrothed had that effect on people.


  Parker gave a small smile. He pulled his arm away, and Halliwell sagged against the wall.


  There was a moment of silence.


  Then Halliwell straightened, and when he lifted his gaze to Parker’s, it was calmer. “I truly don’t know what he plans, but he wanted to know how many guards the King would have, and if there was any point on the procession’s route where His Majesty would be more vulnerable.”


  “How is it he thought you would help him?” Parker could not believe Pole would approach just any Yeoman of the Guard, no matter how far down the slope of madness he’d slipped.


  “My family rents land from his older brother. We’ve known each other for years. I was put forward for the guards by his brother Arthur while he was the King’s esquire of the body.” Halliwell closed his eyes. “At Geoffrey’s request, I arranged to take the advance guard duty at St. Paul’s today. To start clearing the crowds before the King arrived. I knew he meant to ask me a favor, but I did not realize . . .” He shook his head. “This all damns me further.”


  “No.” Parker spoke slowly. “If my lady heard you say you would not help, despite the ties and loyalties you owe his family, then you will hear no word from me about Pole’s approach.”


  Halliwell turned to look at him. Then his gaze fell on Susanna and he bowed low. “I wished you far away when you passed so near us, my lady, but now I am very grateful you did.”


  “Did Pole say where he was going?” Parker noted the gates of the churchyard were getting more crowded. Tracking Pole in the streets would be almost impossible.


  “No. He accused me of betraying his family, then he ran. If he still intends carrying out what he had in mind, he may have gone to Bridewell, to wait for the procession to start.”


  “Why would Geoffrey Pole wish the King ill?” Susanna asked.


  Parker fingered the hilt of his sword, still searching the crowd. “Pole isn’t just cousin to the King. He has another cousin—Richard de la Pole. Because of their claim on the throne, the King’s father crushed the Poles and the de la Poles from the moment he became King and made sure they stayed under his boot. Even though Henry has been far kinder to both families than his father ever was, Richard de la Pole’s death is the reason the King celebrates today. Perhaps, for Geoffrey, this is the last insult to his family he can stomach.”


  CHAPTER TWO
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  It seemed a long time since Susanna made the decision to go home, to eat and warm up in the house she shared with Parker on Crooked Lane.


  And she was still no further than the churchyard at St. Paul’s, although at least she’d been able to buy a pie from one of the pie sellers hawking their wares through the crowd. She bit into it, and though it was almost cold, immediately felt better as the flavors of beef and gravy filled her mouth.


  Halliwell stood with her, a huge barrier at the cathedral door, his halberd firm in his hand.


  He appeared far different from the man who earlier had clung, vomiting, to the cathedral walls. His face was the set, emotionless stone she’d grown accustomed to seeing on the King’s guards.


  “You can’t clear the cathedral and stop people entering by yourself.” Susanna saw the crowd below the steps was none too pleased with being denied access. No one had approached the door since Halliwell had taken position, but they muttered and shot disgruntled looks at him.


  “I arrived earlier than the others to meet Pole, and put him off. At least another nine guards will be coming to help, but I may as well start by letting no more people in.”


  “The King will still have to make his way through the churchyard, though,” Susanna said. “How will the Guards manage that?”


  “They’ll push people away by force, if they have to.” Halliwell gave a smile that was pure steel. “Anyone who gets too close, gets shoved.”


  And someone who may want to get too close was Geoffrey Pole.


  “Do you think Pole capable of harming the King, when it comes down to it?”


  Halliwell lifted his shoulders. He kept his eyes on the crowd. “I would have said no. He has so much to lose. And his family even more so. His mother is chief lady-in-waiting to the Princess Mary. If Pole is caught trying something today, she would never be able to see the princess again, and I know from my contact with the family that would be a wrench for her. She is also a close friend of the Queen. That friendship would end, and put the Queen in a difficult position, besides. And then there’s Pole’s oldest brother, Montague. He would surely lose what family lands the King returned to him, after the King’s father took them all away. He may well be imprisoned in the Tower, as the eldest and closest to the throne.” Halliwell’s grip on his halberd tightened. “Pole is not acting rationally if he plans to endanger his entire family and their future.”


  Susanna hugged herself against the wind and hoped Parker would find Pole and talk him out of whatever plan he may have concocted in his anger with the King. She could see nothing but tragedy if he were to go ahead.


  But standing here would not hasten Parker’s return, and she could work a little more, perhaps even have time to start on the circular window.


  She slipped back into the cathedral and took a place near the main altar, removing her sketch and charcoal from her satchel.


  There was an air of anticipation among the people still within the church. More priests had appeared and a number of them were wearing robes made from cloth of gold.


  She heard voices behind her at the door, and hoping it was Parker, turned. John Rightwise, the deviser of court revels, stepped into the nave with his choir in tow.


  As he came nearer, he blanched at the sight of her, averting his eyes and shuffling past as if she were dangerous. Susanna had no memory of him, but she knew he remembered her. Remembered how he had let one of the Duke of Norfolk’s men carry her away while she lay senseless on the floor of his choir room at Greenwich Palace. Parker had taken pains to point him out to her with the warning never to trust him.


  The choir he brought with him today was not comprised of young boys, as it had been that day at Greenwich, but of monks.


  They stared at her, curious at Rightwise’s reaction, and she studied them back. If they got into place, she could include them in the sketch now.


  They moved past in a tight crowd and she tried to estimate their number, get an impression of faces for the painting.


  And her heart did a slow roll in her chest.


  Because at the back of the group, looking uncomfortable in his stolen monks’ robes, was Geoffrey Pole.


  Susanna pretended sudden interest in the priests preparing the altar, turning away from the choir.


  She waited until they had gone past, then looked again. Pole had his back to her, but he was still with Rightwise’s group. She noted the nearness of the choir stalls to the main altar, and a terrible chill danced down her spine.


  If Rightwise did not notice him as an imposter and throw him out, Geoffrey Pole would be in the perfect position to attack the King.


  She forced herself to sketch the priests, leaving the choir alone as Rightwise arranged them into their places and fussed. As her charcoal traced the vestments and high, pointed hats, she considered her options. She could stay in the church, keeping an eye on Pole, and hope Parker returned before the King, or she could leave, and try to find Parker.


  She immediately dismissed any thought of leaving. She didn’t know where Parker had gone, and the streets were already crowded. The going would be slow, and they could walk past each other and not know it in the throngs.


  So she would stay and watch Pole. And if Parker did not come back in time . . . she would have a decision to make.


  She had no loyalty to Pole. Her livelihood was caught up in the well-being of the King. But she had seen Pole’s face, seen the righteous fury in him, and did not want him executed if it could be helped. Her word, simply stepping up to a Yeoman of the Guard and pointing her finger at Pole, would seal his fate.


  She had no wish for his blood to be on her hands.


  She could ask Halliwell to help her, but she was too afraid others had seen Halliwell and Pole together, just as she had. It would be the end of Halliwell, as well.


  Which meant that if Parker did not come back in time, she would have to approach Pole herself.


  The bonfires the King had ordered in the streets had already been lit, and the crowds gathered about them, warming themselves as they waited for the King to pass by. Everyone who could walk was outdoors, anticipation pulled taut with the expectation of free wine.


  Parker cut down Carter Lane and then through an almost empty Blackfriars as a shortcut, taking the covered walkway that spanned the Fleet River between the monastery and the palace at a jog.


  As he entered Bridewell’s yard, he knew immediately from the quiet he was too late.


  “When did they leave?” he called to the guards at the front gate, running toward them.


  “Not more than fifteen minutes ago, sir.”


  He might be able to catch up, if he was fast. “How many of the Guard were with him?”


  “Fifty men, sir, plus some gone ahead to St. Paul’s to clear it.” The man turned, eyes alight with curiousity, to Parker.


  Parker nodded his thanks and made for the bridge over the Fleet River. The King would go slowly, allowing the people to catch glimpses of him on his horse, surrounded by his Guard. If Wolsey was with him, that would slow them down even more, but most likely the Cardinal had gone ahead and would reach the cathedral first, to make himself ready for the Mass.


  Ludgate Hill was eerily empty as he ran, not what he’d expected at all, until it occurred to him that, like the Pied Piper, the King had drawn the crowds after him as he went, leading them all toward St. Paul’s.


  Ahead, he saw Ludgate and the last few stragglers. The narrow gate would have slowed the King considerably, and though he’d cursed having to wait to get through the gate himself in the past, now Parker thanked heaven for the way it congested the traffic.


  He wove through the people at the back of the procession, catching a glimpse of the green and white of the Yeomen of the Guard ahead. No shouts or cries of alarm as yet, which meant either Pole had not found an opening, or he had wisely reconsidered any action against the King.


  “Hey!” A man, annoyed at Parker’s overtaking him in the crowds, grabbed at his arm. Parker shook him off, diving deeper into the mass of revelers and then trying to find a less crowded way forward on the edges of the street.


  When he was halfway along Bowier Row, with St. Paul’s in sight, the crowd surged, pinning him to a wall, immobile. There was a desperate quality to the shoving, a nasty undercurrent as everyone jostled for a place.


  Parker saw the last green and white tunic disappear, and knew the King was already in St. Paul’s yard.


  He could only hope that like him, Pole was imprisoned by the crowds.


  Then he drew himself together, fists clenched, and began to fight his way forward.


  CHAPTER THREE
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  Cardinal Wolsey had arrived. Susanna had never seen him before, but his red robes and cardinal’s hat were unmistakable. He looked tired, the dark circles under his eyes prominent on his pale face, but he invoked no sympathy. His harsh words as he snapped at the priest blocking his approach to the main altar, and his pursed, sour lips, called to mind a bad-tempered lapdog, although Susanna knew the Cardinal worked for the King as long and as hard as any workhorse.


  Nobles and their ladies were beginning to arrive, let in by the guards who had joined Halliwell at the door, and Susanna was glad she had secured her place as close to the choir stalls as she could.


  She moved her gaze over the monks in their stall. Pole had managed to hang back enough to escape Rightwise’s notice, and was now attached to the end of the first row. A few feet from where the King would sit.


  Rightwise suddenly raised a hand, and the choir began to sing, the sound so clear, so reverberant, Susanna almost jerked a line across her sketch.


  Pole pretended to sing along. Since she’d first seen him, angry and pacing, he’d lost some of his sureness—his mouth was slacker, his eyes less fixed. Sense and the imposing magnificence of the cathedral, decked out in all its finery for the King, was perhaps finally tempering some of his fury and bravado.


  Shouting and calls sounded from the main entrance, the sound audible over the music of the choir, and with sinking certainty, Susanna knew the King had arrived. Her time had run out.


  She stood with everyone else. She did not know how long Henry would remain in the yard before he entered the cathedral, but she had only minutes to stop Pole from forfeiting his own and his family’s lives, as well as endangering the King.


  The time had come.


  She rolled her sketch and put it carefully in her satchel, then pressed shaking hands against her dress and walked straight to Pole. His eyes widen as he recognized her from earlier when she’d passed him and Halliwell arguing.


  “Come with me.”


  Whatever he’d expected of her, this was not it. He looked from her to the entrance, undecided.


  “Come.” She took hold of his arm and pulled him behind the choir stall to a small alcove with a fine stained glass window. Her teeth unclenched a little, the tremors in her stomach lessening at the success of pulling him aside without his protest.


  A strong smell of sweat and the musty odor of damp wool wafted from his stolen monk’s robes, and she released him and stepped away.


  “What do you plan against the King, Geoffrey Pole?”


  He did not know what to say for a moment. The horror of his name being known and his plan being exposed seemed to leave him speechless.


  “I . . .” He shook his head and stared at her. “How do you know me?”


  “You were pointed out to me when you were in the cathedral earlier.”


  He gasped, horror in every line of his face.


  How had he thought he could go unnoticed, stalking up and down the nave in full view of everyone?


  “What do you plan against the King?” she repeated, trying to keep her voice strong but low, though fear and nerves seemed intent on making her mute.


  There was a chance Pole would try to harm her, to silence her, and make clear his way to the King again. She made sure she was out of grabbing distance, and shook her right arm a little, felt the comforting weight of the knife Parker insisted she carry up her sleeve.


  “I don’t know. Something.”


  “No.” She spoke sharply, like a nurse to a child. “You are going to take off that monk’s robe and find a seat somewhere in the cathedral. And keep any thoughts of injustice and anger to yourself.” She was suddenly furious with him. He had no plan, no idea what he was doing, and he would endanger his family and himself for such stupidity?


  He stepped back, his mouth open. Then her anger seemed to affect him, leap to him like wildfire, catching the dry tinder of his grudges, and he drew himself up, his face twisted and ugly with rage. “It is not just this celebration that makes me sick. The King is unable to let Richard’s death be the end of it. He demands compensation payments from my mother and brother. My oldest brother is almost penniless, my brother Reginald forced to ask the King to pay for his studies in Italy, to beg for his charity. And because King Francis recognized Richard de la Pole as the true king of England, rather than Henry, our King must make a celebration of the French king’s capture on top of it. Must dance on my dead cousin’s grave.” He was breathing hard by the end of his whispered rant.


  They both heard the tramp of feet at the entrance to the cathedral, and Susanna’s heart squeezed tight in her chest.


  Pole made a movement, as if to lift the left side of his monk’s robe, and she guessed he had a weapon, a sword or a knife, hanging beneath it. His fingers scrabbled against the rough wool and then he stopped, let the material drop.


  As the trumpets sounded, she forced herself into calm. “So the King has diminished you, impoverished you, and now makes a celebration of your cousin’s death.” She spoke the words hard and cold, like smooth stones thrown at his feet. “What will you accomplish by causing any trouble here today? Other than bringing your whole family to ruin?”


  He felt for his weapon beneath his robe again, his eyes desperate. “Who are you, mistress?”


  “I am the King’s painter, Susanna Horenbout. I am also betrothed to John Parker.”


  She watched her words settle over him, and he lifted a hand to his head. “Halliwell talked. Parker knows I am here? Knows my intentions?”


  She nodded, her assent only half a lie. “He is outside with the King.” Again, not wholly false.


  Pole groaned, and he bent a little, crossing his arms over his chest as if in pain.


  “I can promise you, unless Parker hears from me that you are still a danger, he will not say any of this to the Guard or the King. Neither of us has any wish to see you in the Tower.”


  He lifted his head. “Why do you care? Why not simply call out and have me dragged away?”


  He seemed to be judging the distance between them, as if to forcibly prevent her from doing just that.


  She took another step away from him and sighed. “Because I believe it is the right thing. If I call out, if I report you, you are dead and your family doomed. While I think there is a chance for you to extricate yourself from this, to forget it, and leave it be, I will not inform on you. I relish no one’s blood on my hands, and certainly not needlessly spilled.”


  She shuffled back a little more and gave him a moment to decide what he would do.


  The King was making his way down the nave, the air heavy with incense as the priests swung their copper bowls as they preceded him to the altar.


  Directly behind her, the choir broke into the Te Deum, the sound lifting the hairs on her arms, making her skin tingle as it soared to the roof and then poured like thick honey over her.


  If Pole did not make the right decision, she wondered how fast she would have to be, how much of a spectacle she would have to make of herself, to warn the Guard.


  He was still vacillating, and she could not save him without his own cooperation. He would need to choose, and choose now.


  “I will walk back to my seat,” she said. “And if by the time I get there you are not beside me, with that robe off, I will inform the Guard of your presence and your intentions. If you join me, you will sit beside me and watch the ceremony, then walk away, without another word being spoken.”


  He looked so torn, so undecided, she realized he had truly committed himself to this course, and could not easily abandon it. She wondered if she stood far enough from him for her safety, but he made no move toward her.


  “Tell me this,” she asked before she turned to go. “If the Queen, your mother’s friend, were here today, instead of just the King, would you still go ahead with an attack? Would you even consider it?”


  Susanna held his gaze for one long beat, then spun and walked away. She fisted her hands to stop them shaking. The incense cloyed the air, and she coughed a little as she drew in a deep breath.


  She rounded the choir stall and saw with relief her seat was still open, her satchel keeping her place.


  She walked as slowly as she could, dragging out the time it took her to get to her seat, but at last she reached it. She lifted her satchel and remained standing, along with the rest of the congregation, waiting for the King to complete his journey down the nave. She faced the possibility that Geoffrey would not come, that she would be forced to sign his death warrant.


  The King passed the far end of her row, glorious in his gold and white, to take his place before the altar. As he reached the front, the choir’s song increased in intensity and strength, filling the whole cathedral, pressing down on her with the sheer volume of their voices. She shivered and fought the tears that pricked behind her eyelids from the pure beauty of the sound.


  The King sat and the congregation followed his lead. Susanna slid onto the hard wood seat and thought through her options.


  Geoffrey Pole had still not come. She would have to make good on her threat.


  She looked about for the closest Guard. Four stood at attention next to the King, but she didn’t want to cross in front of the main altar to reach them.


  She looked behind her, desperate to catch sight of Parker, but he was not there. Some of the Guard stood halfway down the nave. She twisted around to see if she recognized any of them, and saw Halliwell was among them.


  She hadn’t wanted to involve him, but she would need to sound the warning quickly. Of everyone, he would understand the urgency. She stood and beckoned him, and at last he noticed her.


  He moved foward, his expression worried, and then he faltered, his gaze going over her shoulder.


  Susanna whipped around and came face-to-face with Pole.


  He said nothing, shuffling in next to her. His monk’s robe was gone and only the slightest hint of musty wool clung to his fine velvet doublet. His eyes were unreadable.


  She sat, her legs shaking, and he sat with her. He did not look at her, focusing his attention on Wolsey, who stood above the congregation in a column of scarlet.


  Halliwell crouched at the end of the pew beside her. His eyes were on Pole, but the courtier studiously ignored him.


  “All is well.” She let that sink in. He rocked back on his heels in relief. “Have you seen Parker?”


  He shook his head and rose up to walk back to his post. Susanna hesitated, then, with no idea what else to do, pulled her sketch from her satchel and began to draw the King.


  Pole was trembling, she noticed. The trembling of a man who has just avoided death, and knows it. The soaring sound of the choir, the Guard, the King in costly dress, with his Crown jewels and his cardinal presiding, and the beautiful colors of the massive stained glass window dappling it all in almost godly light, was a display of glory and of absolute power.


  Pole could have tried to disrupt it, but he would’ve been crushed for it.


  He never stood a chance.


  CHAPTER FOUR
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  Parker reached the cathedral entrance as the Mass came to an end. His sleeve was ripped, and he’d taken an elbow to the cheek when he’d been shoved into two men having a fight.


  He was known to most of the Guard, and they let him through with grins at his dishevelment.


  Henry was already in procession, leaving the cathedral, and Parker moved aside to let him pass.


  The King caught his eye, and like the Guard, gave a small smile at the state of him. Parker bowed, and when he straightened, the King was already at the door. Parker waited for the nobles to follow and then stepped into the nave, walked down it toward the main altar.


  He saw Pole coming toward him and forced himself not to falter.


  They stopped as they reached each other.


  “You have an interesting betrothed, Parker.” Pole looked back, and Parker saw Susanna still seated on the bench, bent over her work in a way that told him she was barely aware of her surroundings, deep in concentration as she crafted her sketch for the King’s painting.


  “Where have you been, Pole? I’ve been tossed about by the crowds, looking for you.”


  “I was here.” He said nothing more, but Parker could not believe it was as simple as that.


  “And you wisely decided to abandon any attempt on the King.”


  Pole froze at the statement, and all it implied, then gave a brief nod. “I had a little help in making my decision.” He turned to look at Susanna one last time. “Give thanks for what God has sent you, Parker. I cannot imagine a more intriguing woman.”


  Parker nodded. “I don’t want to see you at court for some time, Pole. And if your temper is ever raised again, I would most strongly suggest you come nowhere near the King.”


  Pole’s eyes flared, but Parker stared him down, and after a moment, his shoulders slumped. Chastened. “I will take your advice.”


  Parker stepped aside, and after a brief moment of hesitation, Pole lifted a hand in salute and walked away.


  Parker took his time reaching Susanna. He allowed himself to see the beauty of the church in a way he usually had no time for, the shadows and the pools of colored light where the weak sun filtered through stained glass. And at the center, working to capture it all, his lover.


  Parker looked toward the massive circular window, into the rainbow of colors, and gave thanks.


  AUTHOR’S NOTE
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  St. Paul’s Cathedral dominates London’s skyline today with its massive dome, but in 1525 it looked very different (see image here: http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/File:Old_St_Paul’s_Cathedral_photographic_reconstruction.jpg).


  Its spire was one of the highest in Europe. Because much of the roof was made of wood, the cathedral burned down during the fire of London in 1666, after which plans were drawn up for the cathedral as we know it today.


  When I was researching In a Treacherous Court—the first book in my series featuring Susanna Horenbout and John Parker—I learned about the ceremony Henry VIII arranged after the death of Richard de la Pole and the capture of King Francis I of France in battle at Pavia. The story of In a Treacherous Court ends before the ceremony, and the action starts again in Keeper of the King’s Secrets afterward. So choosing the St. Paul’s celebration was perfect for a short story that bridges the two books.


  Geoffrey Pole seems to be a man who was very emotional, even unstable. When his brother Reginald verbally attacked Henry VIII for seeking to divorce Katherine of Aragon, and Henry reacted by lashing out at the Pole family, it was Geoffrey who was questioned in the Tower of London and asked to give information on his family that would help to convict them. During this time, in October and November of 1538, Geoffrey seemed to teeter on the verge of mental collapse, and the testimony that was either forced or coerced from him convicted and led to the execution of most of his family. He was the only one released, and seems to have lived the rest of his life a broken man.


  When thinking of someone who would be rash enough and hot-headed enough to want to strike out at the King over the celebration of his cousin Richard’s death, Geoffrey Pole sprang readily to mind.


  The beauty of eBooks is the added little extras you can include, and so for those interested in hearing a version of the Te Deum, which is sung by the choir in this story (and it really was sung at the Mass Henry attended in St. Paul’s Cathedral), you can click on this link: http://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/d/db/Te.Deum.ogg. The recording is seven minutes long.


  —Michelle Diener


  KEEPER OF THE

  KING’S SECRETS
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  CHAPTER ONE
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  Upon this, one has to remark that men ought either to be well treated or crushed, because they can avenge themselves of lighter injuries, of more serious ones they cannot; therefore the injury that is to be done to a man ought to be of such a kind that one does not stand in fear of revenge.


  —Niccolò Machiavelli, The Prince, chapter 4 (translated by W. K. Marriott)


  


  Upper Thames Street was crowded as Londoners took advantage of the first warm day of the new year. Susanna cradled her purchases like a baby in front of her, keeping a good hold on the satchel’s strap. Gold leaf required delicate handling.


  The street was full of shops run by merchants from the Netherlands, France, and Italy, and she alternated between watching her footing in the March mud and searching the display of wares set out to attract the eye for lapis lazuli. She hadn’t been able to get enough of it earlier.


  Perhaps because she was looking for blue, she noticed the man in the deep blue cloak stepping out of a jeweller’s shop. Something in the turn of his head, the jut of his jaw, was familiar, and she moved closer to get a better look.


  “Master Jens?” she called in English; then she called his name again in her native Flemish.


  He checked his step, turned, and seemed to jerk back at the sight of her—but that could not be right. He must have tripped on something or slipped in the mud.


  Susanna waved as best she could without loosening her hold on her bag.


  He turned away, unseeing. Only she could have sworn he had seen her. It must be that he didn’t know she was living in London now, and thought his eyes were playing tricks on him.


  “Master Jens, it’s Susanna Horenbout!” Her call cut through the street noise, and she ran after him.


  As he turned into a narrow alleyway her hand grasped his cloak, and he surprised her with a sharp cry of fear.


  “Master Jens.” She smiled at him as he turned; he must have thought her some brigand. “I did not mean to startle you. I could hardly believe my eyes when I saw you come out of that jeweller’s shop. It makes my heart glad to see a familiar face.”


  “Susanna.” He tried to smile back, but it was a sick thing, forced at the corners and white-edged.


  “Are you ill?” Susanna frowned. Her hand came up to feel his forehead, then stopped in a strange salute as he cringed back from her into deep shadow.


  She noticed now that the alley was barely more than a rank passageway, and what little sunlight managed to angle itself into the narrow space stopped high on the left-hand wall.


  “Master Jens, what is wrong?” She wanted to back out into the light and bustle of the street, but family ties and respect forced her to take another step toward her father’s friend.


  He drew back farther into the gloom. “Nothing, nothing. Just a touch of travel fever.”


  His voice sounded more like his own, this time, and Susanna relaxed. “If you come home with me, I’ll call our local healer to see to you. I can vouch for her knowledge. We can dine and exchange news.”


  “I’m afraid that won’t be possible.” He seemed to fold in on himself, sinking to the ground, and Susanna bridged the distance between them in two strides, then knelt beside him.


  She felt his forehead, which was cool and dry. She tried to see his face in the shadows, shifting so she didn’t block all the light.


  His eyes shocked her, filled with the terror and rage of a trapped animal.


  She fell back with a cry as his arm swung up and over. She scrambled back and heard a crunch as whatever was in his hand became buried in the earthen alleyway floor.


  He pulled it out, lifted it up again, and she saw it was a chisel, dark-edged and finely honed. His diamond-cleaving chisel.


  She struggled to find her feet, hopelessly entangled in her gown. He moved toward her on his knees, chisel raised, like some mad cleric sacrificing to a vengeful god.


  He wanted her dead.


  Susanna thought of Parker, her betrothed’s face coming to her clear and sharp, and she flicked her arm. The knife he’d given her dropped into her palm and then Jens was on her, swinging wildly.


  There was a sharp sting where her neck met her shoulder, and she lunged forward. Felt the brief resistance, then the give as her blade found its mark.


  Jens reared back, her blood dripping from his weapon, her knife embedded high on his right side, just below his shoulder.


  He stared down at the blade, buried hilt-deep, his breath coming in short, sharp gasps. He fumbled for the wall, pulled himself up. Once he was standing, he looked down on her with eyes glazed over in shock.


  His fingers shook as he tried to push his chisel into the leather pouch on his belt. He couldn’t make it go in, and dropped it to the ground, stumbling past her, the blade still protruding, a strange keening coming from his throat, his movements jerky and uncoordinated as he staggered away.


  Susanna realized her own breathing was too shallow, and she forced herself to hold her breath, to let it out slowly, then draw in a deep gulp of air.


  The chisel lay in front of her, bloodstained, mud-stained. Sharp enough to cut diamonds. She shuddered and fought down the sob that rose in her throat. Her hand closed over it and she slipped it into her pocket.


  She got slowly, stiffly, to her feet and picked up her satchel. She could feel the trickle of blood running into the groove of her collarbone and then down between her breasts.


  Master Jens was one of her father’s best friends. He’d stayed at their home many times, had bounced her on his knee when she was small.


  An icy ball of fear and confusion sat in her stomach, and she breathed deep again to keep herself from heaving her breakfast onto the ground.


  Then she limped out of the alleyway, finally feeling the scrapes on her knees.


  She needed to get home.


  Anyone watching Dr. Pettigrew wind his way through the stalls on London Bridge would see a man of wealth going about his business. Parker saw nothing but a stone-cold killer.


  He followed Pettigrew stealthily, the shock of spotting the doctor shuddering through him. That Pettigrew had come to London, within half a mile of Parker’s house, set a slow fire burning in his gut.


  He ignored the shouts of the market, the pushing crowds, as he kept Pettigrew in sight.


  The doctor slowed, glancing at the buildings on the upstream side of the bridge.


  A man stood within the doorway of one of the houses, his face in shadow, and Parker saw the moment the two made eye contact. Pettigrew relaxed, hitched the leather bag on his shoulder higher, and stepped into the house.


  The door swung shut behind him.


  Parker looked for a place to wait. Pettigrew had to come out the way he went in. There were no back doors in the houses built on either side of London Bridge—unless you were prepared to swim.


  Pettigrew worked for the Duke of Norfolk, and anything Norfolk was up to was of interest to Parker. He and the Duke had been forced to come to an uneasy truce a month ago, but Parker didn’t trust the Duke not to renege on the bargain they had struck, or start new trouble.


  Someone jostled him, bumping his elbow, and Parker snaked out a hand and grabbed the small boy trying to duck past him.


  For a moment the boy’s gaze locked with his own, and Parker saw the cockiness, and the cunning, die in his eyes.


  The boy shivered. “I didn’t steal nothing.”


  Parker suppressed the urge to hand over a coin at the sight of his pinched face, drawn tight with hunger. When he’d been on the street like this, he’d have taken that kind of gesture as a sign of weakness. “I know.”


  The boy stared at Parker’s hand, still gripping his arm. “Well?”


  “What do you know about that house?” Parker jerked his head and pulled a coin from his bag.


  “Foreigners live there.” The boy pulled himself taller. “Rich ’n’ all.” He eyed the money.


  “Where’re they from?” Parker did not loosen his hold.


  The boy tried to yank his arm away but gave up when he realized there was no give. “Foreigners is foreigners. I don’t know.”


  Parker flicked the coin at him and let him go, and the boy caught it neatly, then dived into the crowd.


  Parker gazed thoughtfully at the house. Foreigners.


  The last time he’d had dealings with Pettigrew, the doctor was on a ship from Ghent. The ship that had brought Susanna to England. What new plot from the Continent was Norfolk involved in now?


  Before he could ponder the question, Pettigrew stepped out of the house. Parker turned to face a stall as the doctor swung left, back the way he’d come.


  He could come back later and find out who lived here, so Parker followed Pettigrew. He wanted to make sure Norfolk’s hand was in this. There was a small possibility that this was Pettigrew’s private business.


  He slipped into the crowds and walked easily in Pettigrew’s wake.


  CHAPTER TWO


  [image: image]


  


  . . . a man who wishes to act entirely up to his professions of virtue soon meets with what destroys him among so much that is evil.


  —Machiavelli, The Prince, chapter 15


  


  Maggie was the first sign that something was wrong. The healer was coming out of Crooked Lane, and Parker frowned at the sight of her.


  She looked up, and pity or concern flashed in her eyes. There could be only one reason for it—only one thing meant anything to him.


  He ran toward her.


  “She was lucky.” Maggie looked straight at him, one of the few who had the nerve to do so when he felt like this, like an icy storm raged inside him. “Just a scratch really, and her knees aren’t bad. She’d get as much from slipping in this cursed mud.”


  He had enough civility in him to lift a hand in salute, but he could feel it unraveling as he raced for his front door, leaving nothing but the wild core of him exposed.


  The door opened before he reached it and Mistress Greene jerked her head toward the study.


  “She wouldn’t go to bed, but she’s resting by the fire.”


  He gave a nod and moved past her, something easing a little within him. If Susanna was refusing bed, she wasn’t at death’s door.


  He stepped into the room and stared at her, curled in her usual chair. His betrothed’s hair was always dressed and under a cap, but now the cap had been removed and the heavy, dark mass was piled almost on top of her head, to keep it away from her neck.


  Away from the deep, angry gash in her pale skin.


  “Who did this, did you see them?” He held himself back from her, afraid to touch her with the rage burning so hot inside him. His hands were white-knuckled fists.


  “I stabbed him.” She drew in a shaky breath, her eyes wide as she looked at him. “With the knife you gave me. It was still stuck in his chest when he ran off.”


  He blinked. “Good.”


  “Parker, I cannot believe he would do this. I cannot believe it even happened. If this wasn’t here”—she lifted fingers to her neck—“if I didn’t still have the chisel he stabbed me with, I would be trying to convince myself it was a nightmare.”


  “You know who did this?”


  Susanna nodded. “Master Jens of Antwerp. He’s a diamantaire, a diamond cutter. He’s been my father’s friend since they were apprentices.”


  Parker fell to his knees beside her, took her hands in his. Whatever he’d thought, whatever he’d expected, this was not it. “Why would he attack you?”


  She shook her head. “He pretended not to see me, and ducked into an alley. As if he didn’t want me drawing attention to him.” She stroked her thumbs along the sides of his palms.


  “Perhaps he didn’t want to be recognized.” Parker frowned. “He may have been afraid you would write home and mention you had seen him here.”


  Susanna laced her fingers with his. “If he were here in secret, my seeing him would have ruined his plans. But what secret is so big, he’d kill the daughter of one of his oldest friends to keep it that way?”


  Parker thought back to Pettigrew, to how trouble from the Low Countries seemed to follow in his wake. Parker had followed him straight back to the Duke of Norfolk’s quarters, and knew where to start his inquiries.


  He smoothed his hand down the back of her neck, careful not to hurt her, then kissed her forehead. “We’ll find out. But there is something I have to do before I go out and ask questions.” He rose, and she tipped her head back to look at him.


  “What?”


  “Get you another knife.”


  There was a deep eave over Norfolk’s door, and Susanna shivered in the cold gloom, pulling her cape tighter about her.


  Parker leaned forward and hammered on the door again.


  At last they heard the shuffle of footsteps, and the clink and rattle of keys.


  As the door swung inward, Parker gave it a shove and Norfolk’s man stumbled back. He looked more like a stablehand than a servant. No wonder there had been a delay in opening the door. When Norfolk had realized who was knocking, he’d gone to find one of his thugs to welcome them.


  Susanna saw the servant’s eyes flick from Parker’s chain of office, a mark of how high he stood in favor with the King, to his face. The servant took a step back, his gaze moving to the right.


  “Parker.” Norfolk stepped from the shadows of a passageway with a cold smile. He appeared relaxed, leaning against a door frame, but Susanna noticed his hand gripped the wood instead of resting against it.


  She hadn’t seen him since the service at St. Paul’s. The King had arranged the ceremony to give thanks to God for the death of his rival for the throne, Richard de la Pole. The fact that Norfolk had been conspiring with de la Pole, and that she and Parker had uncovered that conspiracy, even though their hands were tied over exposing the Duke, had made that meeting colder than the freezing air of the cathedral.


  The atmosphere was no warmer now.


  Parker took a step forward, and the color drained from Norfolk’s face. His smile wavered, then he gathered himself and gave a curt nod.


  “We’ll talk in my study.” He made a motion to the servant, and the man melted back into the shadows of the hall.


  Norfolk preceded them down the passage a little way and turned into a room. Susanna knew it must have cost him to turn his back on Parker.


  Parker closed the door behind them, and Norfolk spun as it thumped shut, then sank slowly into his chair. “What is it you think I’ve done?” He forced his hands still by laying them on his desk.


  “Draw back your cape,” Parker commanded.


  Susanna lifted the heavy velvet hood off her head, and untied her cloak at the neck to reveal her wound.


  Norfolk started, and Susanna had the feeling it was in relief. “That wasn’t me.” Norfolk’s eyes did not leave her.


  “I’m not suggesting you did this with your own hands.” Parker had not raised his voice, but Norfolk’s gaze moved to him.


  “It was not on my orders, either.”


  “Sometimes your orders are rather . . . vague.” Parker drew her cloak closed. “And we know you tried to kill my lady before.”


  Norfolk’s nostrils pinched as he drew in a breath. He tilted his head. “I tell you, I had no part in this.”


  Susanna looked at him, at the deep lines of discontent and arrogance defining his face, and believed him. “Do you know a diamond cutter, Jens of Antwerp?”


  He seemed startled that she’d spoken.


  “Diamonds?” Norfolk asked slowly, drawing the word out as if stalling.


  “We are not talking about diamonds.” Parker’s voice betrayed no hint he had noticed Norfolk’s reaction. “We are talking about diamond cutters. And whether you have one in your employ named Jens of Antwerp.”


  “I do not.” Norfolk had hold of himself again, and he stroked his chin. “Was that who attacked Mistress Horenbout?”


  Parker didn’t answer the question. He stepped back and opened the door, holding his arm out for Susanna to take.


  She didn’t curtsy to Norfolk or even nod farewell, despite his being the highest-ranking nobleman in England aside from the King.


  “I see the good doctor Pettigrew is in town,” Parker said, and she froze mid-step across the threshold, glad Norfolk couldn’t see the surprise on her face. Pettigrew was back?


  Norfolk spluttered and she glanced over her shoulder, and saw he had gone pale for the second time since they’d arrived.


  “You can tell him, especially after the attack on Susanna today, that if he sets foot in Cheapside again, he will not come out alive.” Parker did not wait for Norfolk’s response as he stepped into the hall with her.


  “Parker, that business is finished. You, your lady, and I, we have an agreement. I will abide by my end, you by yours. Pettigrew is no longer a danger to either of you.”


  Parker gave him one last look. “Pettigrew may be no danger to me, or to Mistress Horenbout, but you can be sure if he comes to my side of London again, I will be a danger to him.”
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